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Workers' resistance and the demise of East 


Germany - Jeffrey Kopstein 

Jeffrey Kopstein argues how the everyday resistance of East German workers 
could wear down a despotic state over four decades until it was eventually 
overthrown. 





I. Intellectuals and Workers 

It has been but a few short years since the revolutions of 1989 and the collapse 
of communism in Eastern Europe, but already one finds an orthodoxy in 
historical interpretation. The standard story goes something like this: the key to 
understanding 1989 is political mobilization, first of the intellectuals and then of 
society at large. In the post-Stalin period, East European intellectuals gradually 
mobilized against the totalitarian state to reconstitute a civil society. When 
internal and external conditions permitted, the rest of society joined in and 
forced the communist parties from power. 1 

The standard story is essentially a whig history. 2 It is a comfortable one for 
intellectuals of all ideological positions, because whom does it cast as the heros? 
Who are the dramatis personae of history? The intellectuals. To students of East 
European politics, such an analysis should come as no surprise. Intellectuals 
have long been regarded as playing a far more important social and political role 
in Eastern Europe than in other regions. Given the absence or weakness of other 
modern social groups, so the argument runs, intellectuals have historically been 
the most genuine and consistent carriers of "modernity." 3 Classical liberals find 
the mobilizational model pleasing because they understand civil society to mean 
the diminution of state power and the reinstituting of political and economic 
markets. 4 If the intellectuals lead the way, all the better. The standard story 
appeals equally to elements of the Habermasian left, who interpret East 
European intellectual mobilization as part of a larger social movement that has 
the potential to create an alternative, more genuine democracy. 

Civil society in such a democracy embodies not so much the political and 
economic market as a self-regulating public sphere—a reconstitution of the "life- 
world." 5 Rational choice models of 1989 also rely on intellectual mobilization. 
Since they consider popular dissatisfaction an insufficient condition for mass 
rebellion, the key players in rebellions are political entrepreneurs (intellectuals) 
who cleverly use selective incentives and break up the abstract goal of 
revolutionary overthrow into more palatable, concrete tasks of resistance to 
specific policies—thus overcoming the ubiquitous disincentives to collective 
action. 6 


But is this how it really happened? Using materials from East German labor 



history, I argue here that the mobilizational model is at best incomplete, at worst 
a distortion. To be sure, political mobilization is part of the story; indeed, it may 
be the most dramatic part of the story. If scholarship of the past generation has 
taught us anything, however, it is that revolutions have causes rooted deeply in 
social and political structures. 7 Mobilization is but one stage in the 
revolutionary process, and one that appears relatively late in the game. What the 
standard story misses are the small-scale, largely nonpolitical acts of everyday 
resistance that chipped away at the long-term capacity of communist regimes to 
meet the demands of society at large. Instead of explaining how the East German 
regime was overthrown in a few months in 1989,1 argue the case for how 
otherwise powerless workers could wear down a despotic state over four decades 
and thus make its overthrow an appealing strategy in the first place. One 
theoretical dividend of this essay, therefore, is a refinement of elite-centered 
explanations that have dominated studies of communism's demise. 

In his study of everyday resistance among peasants, James Scott forcefully 
makes a point that could apply as well to East German workers: 

Their individual acts of foot dragging and evasion, reinforced by a venerable 
popular culture of resistance and multiplied many thousand fold, may, in the end, 
make an utter shambles of the policies dreamed up by their would-be superiors 
in the capital. Everyday forms of resistance make no headlines. But just as 
millions of anthozoan polyps create, willy-nilly, a coral reef, so do the multiple 
acts of peasant insubordination and evasion create political and economic barrier 
reefs of their own. It is largely in this fashion that the peasantry makes its 
political presence felt. And whenever, to pursue the simile, the ship of state runs 
aground on such reefs, attention is usually directed to the shipwreck itself and 
not to the vast aggregation of petty acts that made it possible. 8 

Scott's analysis suggests that, rather than concentrate mobilization and collective 
action, we shift the focus back to the everyday sources of regime immobilism. 
Such a shift in emphasis should help us identify the long-term patterns of public 
policy and resistance, and help answer the question of why East European 
regimes could not devise and implement effective economic policies that might 
have shored up their political legitimacy. Civil-society theorists are correct to 
criticize the totalitarian school for conflating communist attempts to gain total 
control over society with the reality of continuous engagement and compromise. 
Their one-sided concentration on people with the capacity to articulate their 
desires in print—the intellectuals—leads them, however, to misidentify the subject 



and nature of this long-term relationship between state and society. For all their 
vociferousness, intellectuals constituted a small part of East European society, 
and in most cases they were very well controlled and infiltrated by state security 
organs. For the better part of communist history, intellectuals did not resist in 
large numbers, though they now might like to suggest that they did. 9 Who did, 
then? Who resisted over the longue dur(c)e in Eastern Europe? In this paper, I 
argue that it was the workers, if not the working class. To be sure, with the 
notable exception of Poland, rarely did workers in Eastern Europe articulate their 
needs politically, but lack of voice should not be confused for absence of will or 
powerlessness. 10 

Power and the Powerless: The Question of Motivation 

Having set out the type of social action to be examined—the everyday resistance 
of East German workers—I have yet to identify the motivation that lay behind 
this social action. What motivates subalterns to resist? This question continues to 
be a subject of heated scholarly debate. Is resistance the product of some 
communal moral vision, or does it reflect individual calculation of utility? 

The first view is that held by moral economists. 11 Moral economists posit the 
existence of a tacit social contract in almost every long-standing social formation 
in which subaltern groups tolerate their own exploitation. 12 This tolerance lasts 
so long as a certain minimum existence is left beyond the realm of buying and 
selling; it is decommodified. Violation of this prevailing norm, either by markets 
or states, invites resistance ranging from shirking, grumbling, foot dragging, 
false compliance, dissimulation, and other "weapons of the weak," 

to open strikes and other forms of collective action. 13 The ideal typical moral 
economy rebellion or strike is spontaneous, leaderless, and defensive. It occurs 
usually after a downturn or threatened downturn in some acceptable minimal 
standard of living. 14 Under most conditions, moral economists argue, exploited 
groups simply want to restore their previous living standards before the 
downturn. Rarely do they try to overthrow the existing order altogether. 15 

Scholars have demonstrated the existence of a tacit social contract and a moral 
economy in a number of industrial and proto-industrial settings. 16 Much more 
than the factory, however, peasant society has been the locus classicus of moral 
economy studies. Like workers, peasants are a subaltern, dependent political 
group. Their position as primary producers of the means of their own 



subsistence, however, makes their situation a special case of moral economy. In 
their respective studies of Vietnam and Russia, for example, both Scott and 
Shanin argue that the moral economy of peasants is essentially egalitarian and 
redistributionist. 17 Peasants conventionally develop institutions reflecting these 
ethical norms, the most important of which are encompassed in mutual 
assistance and in the redistribution of food among members of the community. 
Such ethics and their institutional expressions are rational strategies for 
spreading risk under conditions in which starvation is only one flood or famine 
away. Communal solidarity against the market and the state is not a matter of 
choice in the conventional sense, but rather a duty enforced by a rather strict 
moral code. 18 Recently scholars have applied many of these insights gleaned 
from agrarian social orders to the experience of workers on the shop floor. 19 

In their well-known attack, rational choice theorists note more than a trace of 
romantic antimarket sentiment among moral economists. 20 They argue that 
subalterns are no less selfish than other members of any given society. 21 The 
institutions and practices of peasant or worker solidarity do not arise 
spontaneously but require selective incentives and political entrepreneurs to 
ensure their continued existence and efficacy. 22 Similarly, on questions of 
resistance and rebellion, they argue that deprivation is not a sufficient condition 
for rebellion, nor will workers or peasants resist spontaneously. The free-rider 
and collective-action problems are simply too formidable. 23 Resistance and 
rebellion have less to do with dissatisfaction than with the various conditions 
under which the collective-action problem can be overcome. 24 Rebellion, 
rational choice theorists maintain, is opportunistic rather than defensive 
behavior. It occurs when risks are lowest (during times of plenty or tight labor 
markets) and when political entrepreneurs are present to help reduce the risk by 
framing the rebellion in terms of concrete issues that subaltern groups find 
compelling. 25 

In what follows I contribute to this debate through a study of everyday resistance 
and rebellion among East German workers. After considering the resistance to 
three types of labor discipline policies, I evaluate the single instance of sustained 
collective rebellion in East German history before 1989, the mass strikes in late 
June 1953. The long-term impact of this early resistance and rebellion on the 
capacity of the regime to devise and implement effective economic policies is 
considered in the final section. While the evidence reveals elements of everyday 
resistance and rebellion based on rational/individualistic and moral/communal 
models, on the whole I find that the moral economy perspective offers a more 



compelling account. It not only explains better the motivations of workers during 
the June 1953 strikes 

but, more importantly from the standpoint of this paper, it also accounts for the 
myriad acts of everyday resistance that so wore down the capacity of the state. 

II. German Workers under Soviet Rule 



The Dilemma of Discipline 


Before moving to the case studies of everyday resistance, it is necessary briefly 
to lay out the circumstances in which East German workers found themselves in 
the postwar period. It is a commonly held belief that the GDR started with a 
natural advantage among Leninist regimes- 

-a developed industrial infrastructure and a highly trained, disciplined German 
workforce. 

Nowhere was this image of the German working class more deeply rooted than 
in the Soviet Union itself, a country that had developed intensive industrial, 
military, and intellectual ties with Germany in the interwar period. Stalin himself 
may have harbored typically Leninist doubts about the fundamental commitment 
of German workers to socialism, but he too deeply admired their discipline and 
efficiency. He admitted as much during the final stage of the war when he told 
Yugoslav communist Milovan Djilas, "[Germany] is a highly developed 
industrial nation with an extremely well qualified and numerous working class 
and technical intelligentsia. Give them 12 to 15 years and they'll be on their feet 
again." 26 

But whatever the Soviet hopes for the traditional German virtues of hard work 
and discipline in their own zone of occupation, the orientations and behavior of 
East Germans quickly changed under the impact of the difficult postwar 
conditions and Soviet labor practices. The East German worker of the immediate 
postwar era was not unlike R. H. Tawney's subsistence peasant, in water "up to 
the neck." 27 In the newspapers of the day, one finds moving reports of severe 
malnourishment among young workers. 28 The line between survival and 
starvation was one easily crossed. The collapse of the financial system, coupled 
with shortages in every sector of the economy under the weight of reparations 
payments, rendered monetary wages a weak instrument for tying labor to the 
workplace. With almost nothing to buy, it made little sense to work for money. 
Where money did matter, if one had a lot of it, was on the black market. Black 
marketeers were universally despised but few workers could avoid frequent 
contact with them. Most workers spent several hours per day in black markets 
and several days each month roaming the countryside in search of food. 29 



Initially it was a matter not so much of getting East German workers to work 
hard as of inducing them to show up for work at all. In the two years following 
the war, absenteeism remained high and labor discipline lax. Of necessity, the 
ethic on the shop floor was egalitarian, cooperative, defensive, and geared 
toward survival rather than maximization of gain. The institutional expressions 
of this ethic were the spontaneously formed enterprise councils which, with 
Soviet toleration, came into existence in the final days of the war and flourished 
for about two years. The councils were typical moral economy institutions in 
that they both coordinated production and distributed equally to their employees 
a portion of their production and what little food and consumer goods (for 
barter) they could find. 30 

Enterprise councils have a rich history in German industrial relations, extending 
back to the Weimar period and in some cases before. In the postwar years, East 
German enterprise councils took on two new roles. First, they helped identify 
and root out active Nazis in industry, although in the case of management, the 
Soviet record on removing these officials was mixed. 31 Second, with many 
managers having fled to the West, councils performed the valuable service of 
getting production up and running again. But composed as they were of social 
democratic and communist workers, enterprise councils could hardly have been 
expected to increase labor discipline with the traditional tools of differential 
reward and labor segmentation. 

Part of the reason that the councils retained a good deal of power well into 1947 
was that the Soviet military authorities initially neglected labor altogether, 
preferring to focus on political reordering and sending eastward, in the form of 
war reparations, as much equipment and running production from German 
industry as possible. As long as enterprise councils did not interfere with these 
tasks, they were left to run many enterprises as they saw fit. Two factors led the 
Soviets to begin to think systematically about labor discipline: (1) the disastrous 
winter of 1946-47, which led to widespread hunger and increased absenteeism, 
and (2) the onset of the cold war coupled with the recognition that the Soviet 
zone would remain part of the socialist camp for the foreseeable future. 
Responding to these social and political crises, the Soviet Military 
Administration in Germany (SMAD) called into existence a zonal economic 
authority, the Deutsche Wirtschaftskommission (DWK). But administrative 
centralization would not get to the heart of the problem—a demoralized and not 
very productive labor force. By the summer of 1947, East German labor 
productivity remained at less than half of its 1936 level. On October 13, 1947, 



therefore, the SMAD issued Order 234, what the East German trade unions 
subsequently called the Aufbaubefehl (construction order). Concomitant with the 
order, enterprise councils were disbanded or, when such action appeared to be 
too costly for the regime, subordinated directly to centrally directed trade unions. 

In essence, Order 234 was a full-blown transfer of Soviet-style labor relations to 
East Germany, although initially it might not have appeared as such. The order 
called for a number of social measures to address the most urgent needs of 
workers: industrial safety, strict limits on the use of child labor, longer vacation 
time for workers involved in physically exhausting labor, polyclinics and nursing 
stations in the workplace, improved living conditions for workers, and increased 
wages for female workers. Most importantly, enterprises put on a "234 list" 
received special deliveries of food for the preparation of hot meals served in the 
works cafeteria and consignments of industrial consumer goods to be distributed 
directly at the workplace. Especially productive workers and those involved in 
hard physical labor received a type "A" meal. Those deemed less productive or 
performing less strenuous tasks received a less caloric and nutritious type "B" 
meal. This principle was to be used in the direct distribution of consumer goods 
at the workplace as well. 

Order 234 also contained a number of measures to improve labor productivity. 
First and foremost came the fight against "slackers and corruption." "People's 
Control Committees" 

were set up in enterprises to stem the tide of shady dealings and petty pilfering 
that were bound to occur in a shortage economy. Absentee workers who could 
not produce a medical excuse could now have their ration cards taken away or, 
in extreme cases, be assigned to clear rubble from bomb sites which, along with 
construction, was among the most poorly paid work and was almost never 
included on the "234 lists" of enterprises receiving extra food. 32 Finally, the 
order called for the reintroduction of piecework and other forms of productivity- 
based wages throughout industry. To assist management in raising productivity, 
Soviet-style "socialist competitions" were to be employed, and those individual 
workers who contributed most to raising productive norms were to be designated 
"activists" and receive financial and political rewards. 

Thus began the process of "sovietization" of the East German labor force. 
Through a subtle combination of incentives and sanctions, the particular Soviet 
method of binding the worker to the factory, of refashioning the factory as a 



social and political, as opposed to a purely economic institution, had begun. 33 
Much of this, of course, was not new to German workers or managers. 
Industrialists such as Siemens and Zeiss had long understood the benefits of a 
Sozialpolitik internal to the enterprise. 34 Yet, as socially oriented as many 
German workers and industrialists may have been, they operated in a political 
and economic environment far 

different from the one confronting workers and managers in Soviet-occupied 
Germany in 1947. For one thing, the presence of the Soviet military authorities 
precluded the formation of anything like the independent employer and 
employee organizations that had hammered out personnel and wage policy in the 
Weimar era. The absence of legitimate interest representation meant that any 
wage settlement would be viewed by workers as suspect, as an expression of 
state policy or, worse, of Russian policy, rather than as the result of wage 
negotiations between nominally independent parties. 

Beyond the legitimacy question, which of course would persist, East German 
managers faced a far different set of incentives than that faced by their prewar 
counterparts. Prewar German industry, for all the excesses of a highly organized 
internal market, still faced a modicum of domestic competition and the discipline 
of a highly competitive external market. These conditions no longer obtained for 
East German industry. Unlike the prewar industrialists, East German managers 
rarely worried whether their products would be marketed properly and ultimately 
bought. Pervasive shortages and Soviet reparation policy all but guaranteed that 
the entire productive capacity of almost any given enterprise could be sold. 
Rather than being determined by demand, the success of East German managers 
was a function of their ability to secure the necessary inputs of production, of 
which labor was among the most important. 

Everyday Resistance: Food and Wages 

The first signs of resistance from the shop floor reveal how easily the ethic of 
equality among workers could be violated by the most rudimentary tactics 
designed to segment the labor force. Although one million workers were 
receiving warm meals and extra consumer goods at their place of work within 
months after Order 234 was issued, differential access to food and consumer 
goods, on whatever basis, injured most workers' fundamental sense of justice. 


Essentially a crypto-marketization strategy to distribute rewards according to 



effort and political loyalty, the meal plan of the Sozialistische Einheitspartei 
Deutschlands (SED) invited wide-ranging acts of resistance. Segmenting the 
labor force and marketizing the reward structure made little sense to workers 
when, even with the supplementary meals, average daily caloric intake remained 
well below the daily minimum requirements. Not surprisingly, in April 1948, 
reports noted that workers continued to "eat from the same pot," 

and management still yielded to demands for the equal distribution of consumer 
goods despite the continued warnings from higher authorities. 35 Where 
management stiffened its resolve to increase wage and consumer goods 
differentials, workers often spontaneously evened out the differences by 
purchasing goods for each other. 36 

The nature and scope of the egalitarian impulse is best illustrated in the reaction 
to the reintroduction of piecework and other forms of productivity wages 
(Leistungslohn). Although the Nazis had left an unusually disorganized wage 
structure in industry, the tendency among enterprise councils was to level 
existing differences, not only among workers but between workers and technical 
experts. As part of the entire process of wage leveling, enterprise councils, 
almost without exception, opposed the reintroduction of wage practices common 
before 1945. Whereas before 1945, 80 percent of the workforce performed 
piecework and other types of Akkordarbeit, by April 1948 the proportion had 
fallen to 20 percent. Workers and enterprise councils spontaneously eliminated 
piecework and often removed time clocks at plant entrances as symbols of work 
speedups and other distasteful aspects of capitalist (and Nazi) industrial life. 37 

When finally introduced, resistance to piecework and productivity wages was so 
formidable that within months the SMAD and the SED worried that Order 234 
had devolved into an Essenbefehl, a one-sided welfare measure to feed industrial 
workers at their enterprises. 38 

Workers complained, staged slowdowns, sabotaged piecework equipment, and 
used every 

method imaginable—short of collective action—for resisting its imposition. When 
asked by communist functionaries, workers voiced three reasons for resisting 
piecework in addition to egalitarian sentiments. First, Order 234 came as a final 
blow to many workers who had seen a steady whittling away of the powers of 
enterprise councils and their subordination to the officially guided trade unions. 



The withering of the only truly representative working-class institution 
confirmed working-class fears that piecework, even if introduced by a nominally 
working-class party, was simply a familiar vehicle of increased exploitation. A 
clear indication of these fears was the revival in 1947 of the traditional German 
working-class dictum "Akkord ist Mord" (piecework is murder) on the shop 
floor. 39 

Second, many workers who were in principle favorably disposed to increasing 
industrial discipline argued, with some justification, that any increase in 
productivity would flow directly into reparations and, as one worker put it, 
"benefit only the Russians." 40 While the total amount of reparations paid by 
East Germany to the Soviet Union remains a matter of scholarly dispute, the 
record is clear regarding the demoralizing effect reparations had on industrial 
workers. The head of the Soviet military authorities, Marshall Sokolovski, had 
guaranteed the SED leadership on January 11, 1947, that the dismantling of 
enterprises would be stopped. But a string of complaints from the SED and other 
evidence suggest that dismantling actually increased after this date. 41 
Moreover, reparations from running production continued unabated. Officially, 
the SED claimed to have stemmed the tide of reparations, but as trade-union 
chair Herbert Warnke noted in April 1948, such claims were contradicted in the 
eyes of the population by the fact that the Soviets continued to walk into 
enterprises unannounced and take much of the production. 42 

Yet, even those workers resigned to piecework as an inevitable part of modern 
industry and to reparations as the cost of military defeat still protested that it 
made little sense to work for anything but hourly wages. Shortages in the energy 
sector and irregular deliveries of other raw materials virtually guaranteed each 
week that "after three days the raw materials are used up and in the remaining 
three days of the week there is nothing left to do." 43 Although the macro- and 
microeconomic conditions of the East German economy had changed for good, 
ordinary workers could not yet have known this. To them, idle capacity was a 
sure sign of impending layoffs, a condition that in these circumstances meant 
starvation. 

Naturally, given the presence of the Red Army, the forms of resistance to 
piecework remained largely amorphous and disorganized—shirking, grumbling, 
work-to-rule, and dissimulation. In the event, however, such weapons apparently 
proved to be quite effective. 



Six months after the proclamation of Order 234, the portion of the labor force 
receiving piecework and productivity wages had risen a mere 3 percent. 
According to SED reports from the shop floor, many foremen could not be 
stopped from putting all the piecework tickets into a common urn in order to 
ensure equality of reward. 44 Difficulty in introducing piecework is further 
indicated by SED's strategy for introducing it. Rather than begin in the 
traditional centers of working-class power where it was likely to encounter stiff 
resistance, the SED concentrated initially on the textile enterprises of the 
Oberlausitz region, which employed mostly women, relative newcomers to the 
field of working-class politics in Germany. Not surprisingly, then, by the end of 
1947 twice as many female workers received piecework wages as male workers. 
45 

Everyday Resistance: Corrupted Taylorism 

However persistent and convincing working-class resistance to piecework may 
have been, the unrelenting pressure from the Soviet military authorities and the 
SED departments left management in all branches of industry little choice but to 
find a way to follow orders. East German management thus found itself in a no- 
win situation. Pressured on the one side by the 

Soviets and the SED to introduce piecework, and on the other side by the 
working class and its (increasingly powerless) enterprise councils to resist, 
management, in the end, did introduce piecework and productivity wages. In 
those cases where productivity wages were introduced honestly, wages 
immediately fell, and workers complained and often left for other enterprises. 
Fearing the loss of its workers, management responded by setting weak output 
norms that workers could easily meet and overshoot. 46 

The key to understanding management's behavior is the shortage economy. From 
the very outset of the Soviet occupation, managers were under pressure to 
produce as much as possible at whatever cost, a standard feature of Stalinist 
economic planning. Typical for the entire Soviet zone, in 1946 only 138 of the 
465 state-run enterprises in Saxony operated at a profit. 47 Here we find the 
origins of the East German soft budget constraint. To be sure, even without the 
presence of the Red Army, the collapse of the German financial and transport 
systems at the end of the war rendered the hoarding of resources, especially 
labor, the sole rational economic strategy for producers of all kinds. But even 
after the East German currency reform in June 1948, which came as a response 



to the West German currency reform, the problem persisted. Hoarded labor 
became scarce labor, and scarce labor had more market power than if it were 
plentiful. 48 

Management's problem was to find a way to secure the necessary labor inputs to 
meet production plans. Whether the wage of a worker corresponded to his or her 
productive input was secondary. Under conditions of labor shortage and a soft 
budget constraint, then, management found it logical to regard the transition 
from time wages to piecework as a way to raise wages, through weak norms, and 
make their enterprises more appealing on the labor market. As such, rational 
managerial behavior transformed what was intended as an economic measure 
into a sociopolitical one. 49 

The SMAD and communist leadership responded with a redeployment of the 
prewar system of norm setting—using stopwatches, production-line time and 
motion studies, and the other elements of German Taylorism. 50 Yet, as tempting 
as it might have been to rely on earlier German traditions of industrial authority 
and management, East German Taylorism was corrupted from the outset by the 
environment in which it functioned. Like their prewar counterparts, East German 
managers could use the technocratic solutions of Taylorism neither to solve the 
problem of labor shortage nor to harmonize relations on the shop floor. 

The SED felt constrained to issue assurances that the use of capitalist methods 
did not imply the reintroduction of capitalism; workers were not competing 
against each other for their share of an overall wage bill. In March 1948 the SED 
issued orders that those who transferred to piecework or other types of 
performance wages were to be guaranteed an income 15 

percent higher than what they received previously. 51 Two months later, Trib? 
^►ne, the official newspaper of the trade unions, demanded that "the calculative 
and rational nucleus of rationalization be used without the technical 
exaggerations and without the capitalist intensification of work." 52 Taken 
together, these provisos hollowed out the core of classical Taylorism and 
amounted to a retreat by the political authorities in the face of labor's continued 
resistance on the shop floor and its position on the market. 

In itself, paying a premium for piecework might not necessarily have been 
counterproductive had work norms been more closely watched. But with weak 
norms, piecework inevitably led to skyrocketing wage bills. The situation 



worsened after February 1948 with the introduction of "progressive productivity 
wages," which paid a premium over the piece rate for marginally greater 
production. 53 Although economic planning called for productivity to rise twice 
as fast as wages, "labor power" ensured just the opposite: wages rose much 
faster than productivity. In the Bitterfeld Electrochemical Combine, for example, 
wages rose in 1948 

four times faster than labor productivity. 54 In the Maximillian forge, 80 percent 
of the 

workers had been put on progressive productivity wages by the end of 1948, but 
productivity norms dropped below where they had been eighteen months before, 
and, compared to the previous year, wages had risen 60 percent while labor 
productivity had dropped by 24 

percent. Similarly disappointing results were reported in the potash, iron, and 
coal-mining industries—as well as in other key sectors of the East German 
economy. 55 

In spring 1948, less than six months after the proclamation of Order 234, both 
the Soviets and the SED sounded the alarm on wages. In a letter to East German 
economics chief Heinrich Rau, a senior Soviet labor official warned that 
continued wage increases, "threaten the normal monetary circulation and the 
financial system of the [Soviet] Zone." 56 On orders from the Soviet military's 
labor department, the East Germans set to work on a new set of wage guidelines. 
These guidelines restricted the use of progressive productivity wages to essential 
industries and tightened norms in all branches. 

Everyday Resistance: The Aktivist Movement 

Commitment to higher norms was one thing; implementing this in practice was 
something completely different. Unable or unwilling to use the threat of 
unemployment as a tool for increasing labor discipline, the Soviets fell back on 
their own particular experience of industrialization in the 1930s to demonstrate 
that with enough dedication, ingenuity, and effort, work norms could be raised 
dramatically. The "activist" and "competition" movements had been initiated 
under Order 234 with precisely this idea in mind, but one year later, reports from 
the industrial provinces revealed that these movements had made little headway. 
East German managers had never before used socialist competitions. Most had 



no idea where to begin or what the fundamental organizing principles were. In 
many enterprises, workers were not even aware of when or in what sorts of 
competitions they participated. 57 

The SMAD decided that the movement needed a new push. Much as the "hero of 
socialist labor" Alexei Stakhanov had done as a coal miner in the 1930s, Adolf 
Hennecke, a fifty-one-year-old coal miner from Zwickau, mined 387 percent of 
his normal quota of coal for his shift under specially prepared conditions on 
October 13, 1948, the first anniversary of Order 234. Run as a political 
campaign, the "Hennecke-activist movement" soon spread across East Germany 
into every sector of the economy. 58 It is no accident that the movement began 
in a coal mine. Not only was coal in short supply, but with a relatively unskilled 
labor force and a work process that was amenable to arithmetic accounting [End 
Page 406] of individual work, methods of rate busting could be easily 
incorporated as political actions. 

Hennecke's feat was supposed to inspire workers by demonstrating to the 
average person that it indeed was possible to do three and a half times the 
normal amount of work in a shift. 

Notwithstanding the spate of copycat record setting, however, one finds little 
evidence that the Hennecke movement actually increased labor productivity or 
that it convinced the working class of the need for higher norms. Most workers 
doubted the logic behind creating special conditions for one worker to produce 
faster than the norm for the simple reason that the normal work day simply did 
not function that way. One central committee instructor captured the attitude on 
the shop floor in his report of a visit to the Dresden Machine Building works 
during a "Hennecke Week" in December 1948:1 asked three skilled workers 
from the enterprise about their opinion of the Hennecke movement. . . . All three 
immediately agree that the Hennecke movement would never work and would 
be discredited if "Hennecke shifts" [as such record-breaking shifts were referred 
to] continued to be prepared days in advance so that two or three workers could 
start well prepared. 59 

In an interview with a retired steelworker, historian Lutz Niethammer confirms 
the general impressions one gets from the archival record. Hennecke shifts were 
always possible as 


onetime affairs, but only with a considerable loss of time for readying materials 



and machinery: 


Only with such support was Hennecke the man. We had to clean everything in 
the morning and then they came in, and there stood the iron, impeccable, and 
they worked for eight hours, and they did something, didn't they? But it wasn't 
like that every day. That's not the way it's done. There is too much waste. It has 
to be cleaned up. You have to wash up this and that. 

The channels for the hot iron have to be built, don't they? 60 

The regime, moreover, could only partially use the activist and competition 
movements to raise norms. As Bendix notes, the activists and other rate busters 
tended to be despised and isolated by the rank-and-file employees of an 
enterprise. 61 Here we encounter, once again, widespread resistance to an 
obvious violation of working-class solidarity. The evidence on this point is 
overwhelming, not only from the testimony of Hennecke himself, but also from 
those who followed in his footsteps. Activists regularly suffered abuse at the 
hands of their fellow workers. Many were labeled bloodsuckers, while others 
were spit upon; some even faced physical danger. The noted East German 
playwright Heiner M?^ller brought these passions to dramatic form in his 1958 
work Der Lohndr?^cker, following a long tradition of such plays in the GDR. 
The play's hero, the activist Balke, addresses a member of his brigade after 
beginning the reconstruction of a blast furnace while the furnace is still hot, so 
that his factory will not shut down and the plan can be met: 

You've been blathering like mad about the rate busters. You don't want to 
understand what this is all about. You've thrown rocks at me [while I was in the 
furnace]. I used them for the wall. You beat me up, you and Zemke, as I came 
out of the oven. 62 

During the turbulent 1950s, the publication of works that had as their central 
theme the question of how otherwise recalcitrant workers could possibly be 
mobilized in support of socialist goals attests to a problem so large that it could 
not be ignored, even by a Stalinist cultural apparatus. 

Given the frequency and intensity of resistance, in the end, Hennecke shifts and 
production records amounted to little more than political ritual. Control over this 
ritual, however, constituted an important arena of working-class politics and 
remained so for the next forty years. The attempt to create a Stalinist East 



German labor aristocracy failed in the face of a strong egalitarian working-class 
solidarity. But such evidence did not deter the continued use of Hennecke-like 
campaigns. On the contrary, within the SED bureaucracy there was some talk of 
appointing Hennecke and others like him as enterprise directors. 63 Hennecke 
himself even proposed the wholesale replacement of management in the mining 
industry with activists, once the latter had gone through special remedial courses 
in mathematics, science, and mining engineering. 64 While none of these plans 
came to fruition—indeed they were quickly [End Page 408] slapped down at 
higher political instances—the Aktivist movement continued to enjoy high-level 
SED support, perhaps because it remained the sole device for breaking the 
egalitarian consensus among industrial workers, or perhaps because it nourished 
the illusion that workers might voluntarily produce more for less. 

The evidence from the shop floor, however, shows that the workers would not 
produce more for lower wages. In the four years following Hennecke's feat, the 
SED employed dozens of 

"methods" to toughen work norms and standardize wage scales. The structure of 
the economy, however, and the solidarity of the working class within this 
structure made rate busting an unusually trying task. For all the discussion of 
"technically grounded work norms" 

and the presence of standardization bureaus in enterprises, constant interruptions 
in production due to the everyday chaos of the command economy rendered 
nearly impossible any accurate calculation of the relationship between labor and 
productive output. At best, 

norms could be a compromise between conditions at the workplace and 
downtime because of supply bottlenecks. At worst, they were mere guesswork. 
65 

Furthermore, as noted above, the shortage of qualified labor and the existence of 
open borders yielded to labor an "exit option" that it might not otherwise have 
enjoyed. 66 If pushed too far, the more talented could pick up and leave for the 
West. During the economic upswing in the West following the West German 
currency reform in June 1948 and the concurrent economic downswing in East 
Germany because of its separation from the West, the problem of migration 
worsened. 67 Not surprisingly, every time the center attempted to reform the 
wage system, management catered to the egalitarian impulse of its employees 



and continued to even out wage differentials with funds supposedly set up for 
production bonuses. 68 Well into the early 1950s, despite their best efforts, the 
SED had still not gained control over the shop floor. 

How do the moral economy and rational choice models of social action stack up 
against the record of everyday resistance? Although the evidence is far from 
one-sided, I tend to favor the moral economy model. For one thing, moral 
economy appears to predict the conditions under which resistance was initiated. 

It began in 1947 after the violation by the Soviets and the SED of a communal 
norm (decommodified egalitarian redistributionism) among workers and the 
emasculation of the institutions for implementing this norm (workers councils), 
both of which had flourished in an environment of dire scarcity at the end of the 
Second World War. The moral economy model also accounts for the dynamics of 
resistance; workers sustained and even intensified their strategies of everyday 
resistance when Stalinist repression was reaching its apogee in 1952. Rationally 
one would have expected increased repression to have stemmed the tide of 
everyday resistance, but the opposite occurred. 

Finally, moral economy is able to accommodate the fact that everyday resistance 
was largely leaderless, spontaneous, and undertaken without the use of selective 
incentives. 

On the other hand, the evidence on resistance to piecework assembled here does 
not constitute a decisive refutation of rational choice models. One could easily 
reconstruct the elements of a rational choice story with the given evidence. 

Labor shortages and the exit option through open borders gave workers a power 
to resist, even in the face of formidable repression, that they might not have 
otherwise had. Both these conditions, coupled with managerial acquiescence, 
certainly lowered the costs and risks of everyday resistance. 

Furthermore, resistance was not as spontaneous as moral economy models might 
lead us to expect. Those who resisted did in fact employ selective incentives— 
incentives, to be sure, of a negative sort—against collaborators and those who 
refused to resist; witness the gradations of attacks against the Hennecke activists. 

The presence of both communal and individual motivating factors in the above 
narrative suggests that extreme care must be taken in constructing a convincing 
test of moral economy and rational choice models of social order on the basis of 
everyday resistance. Motivations are not easily gleaned or isolated by the outside 



observer. Such difficulties arise not only because motivations are always mixed, 
but more importantly because everyday resistance is not designed to provoke a 
crisis in the short run. The barriers to its initiation and continuity are very low, 
especially when one compares it to the sort of sustained collective action that 
openly threatens the political order. For this reason, social scientists usually try 
to isolate motivating factors based on evidence from more dramatic, visible, and 
organized forms of resistance: strikes, rebellions, and other forms of collective 
action. Fortunately, East German history provides us with one very important 
instance of collective action, the countrywide strikes of June 1953. This event, to 
which I turn next, the first of its kind in communist Eastern Europe, provides us 
with critical evidence on the mind-set and motivations of German workers under 
communism. 

From Everyday Resistance to Collective Action The cat-and-mouse game 
between state and class that evolved after 1947 might have carried on 
undisturbed had the cold war not taken a new turn. After the rejection of the 
second Soviet 

"Germany Note" by West Germany, followed by Adenauer's signature to the 
European Defense Community Treaty in May 1952, Stalin decided on the full 
integration of the GDR 

into the Eastern Bloc. Under Soviet orders, the East Germans committed 
themselves to building up their armed forces and defense industry at a cost of 1.5 
billion marks, to be financed from reductions in social spending coupled with 
higher taxation. 

In July 1952, the SED quickly convened a party conference where it announced 
the "planned construction of socialism in the GDR." Apart from the ideological 
bluster, in the economy the shift amounted to a new emphasis on investment in 
heavy industry, forced collectivization of agriculture, and discriminatory taxation 
against the remaining private industrial enterprises. 

As a result of the collectivization campaign, 40 percent of the wealthier farmers 
in the GDR 

had fled to the West, leaving over seven hundred fifty thousand hectares of 
otherwise productive land lying fallow. 69 Already in November 1952, West 
German newspapers reported sporadic food riots and industrial unrest in the 



major industrial centers of the GDR, including Leipzig, Dresden, Halle, and 
Suhl. By spring 1953, severe food shortages hit the cities and, as punitive 
taxation on the private sector effectively shut down crucial suppliers of the state 
sector, consumer goods began to disappear from the shelves too. 70 

Faced with the inflationary pressures of increased defense spending and 
declining agricultural and industrial output, the SED leadership had little choice 
but to attack industrial wage inflation. In May 1953, the SED announced an 
across-the-board norm increase of 10 percent, set according to strict technical 
standards. Such an increase might once again have been undermined at the 
enterprise level and gone unnoticed had it not been accompanied by other 
unprecedented measures: increases in prices for food, health care, and public 
transportation. 

Taken together, the norm and price increases amounted to a 33 percent monthly 
wage cut. 

Despite the confusion in the leadership following Stalin's death in March, the 
Soviet leadership retained enough internal cohesion to respond to the numerous 
SMAD reports that pointed to the strain these policies had put on East German 
society. In a series of meetings with the SED leadership, the Soviets "suggested" 
a number of steps for the GDR's economic recovery. The SED followed most of 
the Soviet recommendations, but, curiously, did not rescind the industrial-norm 
increases. 71 

On June 16, workers at several Berlin construction sites walked off the job, 
demanding a reinstatement of the old norms. On the next day, June 17, 
approximately five hundred thousand blue-collar workers went on strike and 
four hundred thousand East Germans demonstrated in 272 cities and towns 
throughout the GDR. 72 Public authority quickly broke down. Wage demands 
quickly turned into political demands for free elections and unification with the 
West. In the end, SED rule could only be preserved with the help of Soviet tanks. 

Seen in retrospect, the June events were typical moral economy protests. First, 
workers moved from everyday resistance to collective action only when they 
perceived a true threat to their communal standard of living. Had they been 
purely selfish and individualist actors, 73 


groups of workers who might have benefited from stricter piece rates and output 



norms and who had much better working conditions, such as those working in 
Soviet-owned enterprises, should have been less willing to strike. Research 
shows, however, that "Soviet" Germans were at least as active as their 
counterparts in East German state-owned enterprises. 74 This suggests that 
sentiments of solidarity outweighed any selective incentives employed by the 
Soviet military authorities to ensure loyalty. In fact, the workers least likely to 
strike appear to have been employed in the remaining private enterprises. 75 

Second, workers did not wait until their living conditions improved or appeared 
more secure, as rational choice theory would lead us to expect, nor did they wait 
until the risk of retribution was low. Given Stalin's death in March 1953, it might 
appear as if protests did indeed occur when the risks decreased. But East German 
workers could not have known two months after Stalin's death whether the 
Soviet leadership had made a decision to rein in the Stalinist police apparatus. 
Such considerations remained, at best, speculations in the West, and internally 
were regarded as closely guarded state secrets, the documentation for which has 
only recently been discovered. Protesting in June 1953 remained a high-risk 
activity, an 

"irrational" act. 76 

Third, the protests were primarily restorative as opposed to opportunistic. 77 
Workers demanded primarily a restoration of preexisting wage levels and output 
expectations. 78 It is true that wage demands quickly accelerated to political 
demands for free elections and unification, but it is also true that most workers 
quickly returned to work after the regime guaranteed that output norms would be 
restored to their previous level. As Arnulf Baring notes in his still classic study 
of the June 17 protest, the backbone of the strike movement had been broken by 
regime concessions well before the Soviets marched in, despite the fact that 
scattered strikes continued well into the next month. 79 

Fourth, and most importantly, one finds a notable absence of political 
entrepreneurs using selective incentives among the strikers. Intellectuals 
remained passive and largely proregime. 

80 During the strikes and afterward, the Soviets and the SED argued that the 
whole affair was led by former Nazis within the GDR and from abroad. 

Although a disproportionate number of political undesirables and former Nazis 
worked in the construction sector, where the strikes began, SED attempts to 



identify ringleaders and a core leadership of the strikes among this group have 
not held up under scrutiny, nor have their accusations that the leadership came 
from the West fared any better. 81 

The archives demonstrate quite clearly that the strikes were leaderless, 
unplanned, and unexpected. 82 They began in construction because, as the most 
poorly paid labor, construction workers were especially sensitive to changes in 
output norms and consumer prices. 83 Furthermore, however many provocateurs 
may have come from the West, the simple fact is that the protests started and 
spread too quickly for any leadership to have taken control and provided 
direction. 84 The absence of leaders rendered the strikers and demonstrators 
rather aimless in their demands and tactics; at times it was unclear whether the 
workers' demands were economic or political in nature, as they did not speak 
with a single voice. But the absence of political entrepreneurs did not prevent the 
initiation of collective action that threatened to bring down the regime. 

III. Resistance and Rebellion: The Long-Term Impact 



The Labor Pact 


Whatever the ultimate motivation for working-class resistance and revolt, even 
more important than the immediate shock were the long-term effects of the 
strikes on the East German political economy. One month after the June 
uprising, a report to the general secretary of the Christian Democratic Union, the 
most important of the SED-aligned bloc parties, warned that "under a seemingly 
calm surface [lay] dangerous seeds of discontent," 

and concluded "that an external calm exists in the population and in reality the 
mood has in no way improved since June 17, 1953." 85 The SED could hardly 
have been less affected by the mood of the population than its sister party, since 
most public anger was directed at Ulbricht, Pieck, Grotewohl and other leading 
communist luminaries. In fact, from the testimony of his colleagues, we know 
that throughout the 1950s, SED leader Walter Ulbricht feared, more than 
anything else, a repetition of the events of June 17. 86 

Politically charged industrial unrest had almost cost Ulbricht his job and, given 
the clear connection between unrest and wage/price policy, Ulbricht had good 
reason to avoid making this mistake again. It appears certain that Ulbricht feared 
his own working class. Not surprisingly, then, the uprising in June effectively 
crippled the regime on the shop floor. 

Output norms and prices quickly returned to the status quo ante. In order to buy 
labor quiescence, the SED continued to corrupt the entire Taylorist apparatus set 
up for measuring old norms and implementing new ones. Taylorism's cormption 
in the East German context did not decrease the allure of the pseudoscientific 
and technocratic language so present in the various charts, graphs, and equations 
that litter the regime's labor studies of the 1950s. 87 

Gradually, however, the outlines of an implicit agreement between the workers' 
state and the working class began to take shape: production could rise so long as 
norms remained low and wages high, relative to productivity. Industrial unrest 
did reappear sporadically throughout the 1950s, as the regime tried time and 
again to manipulate wages and norms. But enterprise party organizations and 
management had little interest in creating unnecessary industrial conflict and, in 
the few cases of conflict that have been studied thoroughly, both tended to 



acquiesce to whatever industrial demands workers might make. 88 


Throughout the 1950s wages rose faster than productivity in every sector of 
industry, a problem that Soviet advisers and the East German leadership would 
repeatedly attempt to rectify, albeit with little success. 89 Twelve years after the 
June events, for example, when the management of the Oberspree Cable Works 
tried to adjust piece rates in the first half of 1961, a report of the Committee for 
Labor and Wages lamented that "the workers declared that if new piece rates 
were introduced, they would take up work in another enterprise. Five workers 
took the discussion about the use of new rates, which would not have led to any 
wage reductions, as cause to quit." 90 In the same year, a member of the 
economic council of Rostock could characterize only 15 percent of the wages in 
his province was subject to any kind of rigorous standardized output norms. 91 

Even though industrial relations could be stabilized on the basis of high wages 
and low productivity, this arrangement did not in any way relieve the pressure on 
the regime to improve economic performance. It merely restricted one path of 
capital accumulation- 

through wage suppression—and rendered economic competition with the West 
that much more difficult. Wage egalitarianism remained a constant of East 
German industry; in fact, over the years it gradually became a social norm. 

As an older generation of East Germans resumed its place and a new generation 
entered the workforce after 1945, both developed habits, interests, and 
expectations that were different from those of the working class of prewar 
Germany. The work ethic and culture of the East German working class had 
been completely refashioned. In the absence of a capitalist labor market, the 
egalitarian impulse developed in the early postwar years could not be broken, as 
it was in the West. As wages lost their disciplinary and stimulative functions, 
however, other traditional German working-class virtues fell by the wayside. 
Thus, by 1960, East Germany had a higher rate of absenteeism among industrial 
workers due to "illness" (shirking, one of the weapons of the weak) than any 
other country in Soviet-controlled Eastern Europe. 92 East German labor had 
become as much a constraint as a productive resource, and this constraint in no 
small way helped to restrict the scope of plausible economic reforms. 



The Aborted Reform 

In the long run, the labor pact of the 1950s weakened the regime by eliminating 
the possibility of meaningful economic reform. Such reforms were universally 
regarded as necessary if the East was to compete effectively with the West. Yet 
by 1974, when confronted with the facts of his country's faltering economic 
performance and of the need to 

place the burden of adjustment to a rapidly changing international economic 
environment on the working class, the East German leader, Erich Honecker, 
could only respond by admonishing his Politburo colleagues: "In that case we 
can all resign immediately, and that naturally is something we don't want to do." 
93 

Honecker spoke from experience, for he had been second in command to Walter 
Ulbricht during the GDR's only serious attempt to restructure its economy. 
Between 1962 and 1970 

the SED undertook a rather ambitious "in-system" economic reform. The 
essence of East Germany's economic reform, known as the New Economic 
System (NES), was similar to other reforms undertaken within the former Soviet 
bloc. In one way or another, all the reforms were designed to address the critique 
first put forward by von Mises and Hayek: in complex economies planners face 
an almost insurmountable task of obtaining accurate information from producers 
and consumers. With this in mind, East German planners sought to improve their 
knowledge of enterprise performance and induce the production units under their 
command to utilize resources more efficiently through a price reform, a capital 
charge, and an evaluation of enterprise performance based on profit rather than 
physical output. 

Planners understood that capital productivity would remain lower in the East 
than in the West for some time to come, but they hoped that rising rates of 
capital accumulation and continued high rates of investment would gradually 
push East Germany past the West in a number of industries. 94 


Social scientists have offered a simple and elegant explanation for why 
communist reforms fail. Notwithstanding some good intentions, reforms 



ultimately founder, so the argument goes, because marketization threatens the 
benefits accrued to rent-seeking bureaucrats who, in a market economy, will no 
longer be the administrators of shortage. 95 Given a choice between efficiency 
or power, communist bureaucrats choose power every time. How does the theory 
hold up when confronted with the evidence? The archival evidence on the rise 
and demise of the East German economic reforms during the 1960s reveals 
motivations of a more complex nature. Middle- and upper-level officials who 
opposed the reforms did so not because they were afraid of losing power, but 
because regulating a reforming economy was so much more complicated and 
difficult than administering a Stalinist economy. 96 Their private correspondence 
portrays men concerned more with a poorly functioning, half-reformed, 
Gorbachev-style economy, than with their diminished power in the face of 
decentralization. 97 

What the evidence supports much less ambiguously is the power of the working 
class to restrict the range of reforms. Having started with an alteration of 
industrial prices, by 1965 

the entire price system, especially consumer prices, had to be changed if the 
NES was to have any chance of success. Most of the economic elite agreed with 
the head of the state bank, Gretta Wittkowski, who asserted quite bluntly in July 
1965, "We have to get rid of the idea that consumer goods prices will stay 
unchanged." The head of the state planning commission, Erich Apel, agreed with 
her. Although he foresaw a solution to the problem only in the future, he 
predicted that many consumer prices would have to change quickly if the price 
reform was to provide useful information to the planners. 98 

The issue of consumer goods prices did not disappear. But Ulbricht, committed 
as he was to the NES, refused to act. In Febmary 1966, Chairman of the Council 
of Ministers Willi Stoph informed Ulbricht that it would soon be necessary to 
start thinking about making 

"corrections" in consumer prices because of the impact of the industrial price 
reform. 99 

Ulbricht, however, did not yet feel confident enough to broach the question of 
consumer prices in public. He personally oversaw several drafts of the official 
Argumentation for the third and final stage of the industrial-price reform, 
making sure that it was clear that consumer prices would not be affected. 100 Of 



course, Ulbricht was not alone. In both the 

party and the state bureaucracies, many felt that for political reasons the burden 
of reform could not yet politically be shouldered by the public. The memories of 
June 1953 were still too fresh. 

Beyond consumer prices, industrial relations remained off-limits as well. 
Investing according to profitability ultimately meant closing down or scaling 
back unprofitable enterprises. Such a radical departure would entail, at a 
minimum, tens of thousands of "socialist transfers"— 

retraining and relocating workers, if not outright unemployment. In 1966-67 
when this process was due to begin, the response was a typical moral economy 
"entitlement protest." 

101 Steady, lifetime employment at one enterprise (unless voluntarily given up 
by a worker) was considered an essential part of the social contract, and its 
violation constituted in the minds of many a surrogate form of unemployment. 
Those threatened with transfers to new work put up stiff resistance. Coal miners 
and their managers in Zwickau, for example, brought the situation to the edge of 
revolt. In the face of these prospects, plans to close down certain parts of the 
coal mine were quickly dropped. Budgets remained soft, therefore, not only 
because rent-seeking communist officials wanted them to but also because the 
regime had little choice in the face of workers' resistance. 102 

In addition to job security, the issue of piece rates, output norms, and wage levels 
continued to plague SED labor specialists. Despite the relative peace on the shop 
floor in the years after 1953, in 1960 the central trade union still recorded 166 
work stoppages or strikes mostly because of administrative adjustments in wages 
or piece rates. 103 Although the construction of the Berlin Wall seemed to offer 
the SED the opportunity finally to address the problem of wages outpacing 
productivity, such confidence proved illusory. The SED leadership considered it 
safe to raise piece rates and exert downward pressure on wages through an 
imposed Produktionsaufgebot (production levy) after the construction of the wall 
in August 1961. Thanks to this, as well as to a series of policies designed to 
absorb excess earnings, the relationship between labor productivity and wages 
improved temporarily. 104 But even with the closure of the West German labor 
market, labor protests did not subside. In fact, they increased in the year after the 
construction of the wall. Trade union reports of 135 strikes in 1961 and 144 



strikes in 1962 dashed any possible hopes among the SED labor specialists that 
the wall would decisively alter industrial relations or working-class attitudes. 

105 These strikes remained disjointed and amorphous affairs. In no instance did 
they directly threaten to upset political authority. In almost every case they 
involved piece-rate or output-norm issues and could easily be resolved by 
managerial retreat. Nonetheless, within several years, all ground gained had been 
lost. By April 1966 wage increases once again outpaced productivity gains in 
seven of eight mining trusts, in three of five trusts in metallurgy, and in nine of 
fourteen trusts in machine building. 106 In late 1965 and early 1966, 
consideration by the Council of Ministers of instituting a five-day workweek, 
every other week, would have simply been a ratification of concurrent practices 
in many enterprises and suggests that labor continued to represent as much of a 
constraint as a resource. 107 

The capacity of workers to undermine pseudomarketization of both the internal 
and the external capital and labor markets explains to a large extent why such 
reforms were never undertaken again. Yet without significant change, the East 
German economy was doomed to fall farther behind its West German 
counterpart with each passing year—a primary, if not exclusive, reason for 
communism's collapse in 1989. Whether genuine economic reform might have 
saved East Germany remains unclear. It may not have been a sufficient 
condition, but it certainly was a necessary one. Even where they disagree on the 
modalities of the transition, social scientists do agree that marketization of some 
sort is a precondition for improving the long-run performance of Soviet-type 
economies. 108 If it could have been carried out successfully—that is, if the soft 
budget constraint could have been diminished— 

there is no reason to believe that the reforms prevented by the workers would not 
have improved economic performance and shored up the regime's legitimacy. 

109 Notwithstanding the number of recent studies on democratization, one finds 
very little solid evidence that dictatorships cannot be rendered legitimate for 
long periods of time by elites who have sufficient room for maneuver. East 
German workers, conditioned by their historical relationship with the 
Communist Party, ensured that the elite did not enjoy this luxury. 



IV. Conclusion 


In his classic study of the nascent English working class, E. P. Thompson argued 
that the moral economy of the crowd in the eighteenth century effectively 
restricted the capacity of the state to introduce procapitalist policies. 110 Only 
during the next century, the nineteenth, could the traditional Tory socialist 
coalition of elite and mass be broken. An analogous, if not identical, situation 
can be said to have existed in postwar Eastern Europe. Western experts have 
argued that during the 1970s and 1980s, that is, in the later years of communist 
mle in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, an implicit social contract between 
state and society effectively restricted the room for maneuver enjoyed by these 
regimes. Ill The historical evidence presented in this article, however, suggests 
that this confining condition was encountered much earlier than previously 
thought, almost from the very outset of rule. 

Despite the imposing presence of the Soviet occupation regime and the growing 
power of the SED, the East German working class retained an amorphous, 
disorganized power that, even with a good dose of Stalinist terror, could not 
easily be diminished. The power of the totalitarian state to shape a new moral 
economy, to create a new structure of consent among the working class, was 
extremely limited. Along with job security, East German workers had the power 
to demand a rough-and-ready sort of wage egalitarianism and consumer prices 
that remained low relative to wages. The contradiction of the communist social 
contract was that, despite persistent egalitarianism, East German workers 
expected a standard of living on a par with that of their counterparts in the West 
and reserved the right to feel a sense of injustice when this relationship went too 
far askew. From the standpoint of the country's leaders, little could be done to 
change economic stmctures or industrial relations without the risk of open 
rebellion. For this reason, despite its formidable coercive capacities and 
unsurpassed surveillance apparatus, the GDR was a classically weak state. 

Does the East German case discussed here offer a good basis to refute what I 
have called the 

"Whig" explanation of 1989? Partially, but not entirely. After all, everyday 
resistance did not and indeed was never intended to make the situation "go 
critical," which lends indirect credibility to the argument that political 



entrepreneurship is necessary for everyday resistance to be transformed into 
collective action. My evaluation of what were potentially regime-destroying 
strikes and protests in June 1953, however, suggests that political 
entrepreneurship is not always necessary for collective action in communist 
contexts. We should, therefore, not feel compelled to play up its role in 1989. 
Naturally, a host of other, historically more proximate factors must also be 
considered in order to explain why people mobilized the way they did in the fall 
of 1989. Any explanation of 1989, however, must account not only for 
mobilization in the final days, but also for the policy standoffs and state failures 
that made mobilization seem the sensible thing to do. 

The approach taken here does not so much invalidate the civil society and 
mobilizational models, as it accounts for history that these models leave out—the 
long-term creeping immobilization of regime capacity to formulate and 
implement effective economic policies as a consequence of nonpolitical 
everyday forms of resistance by working people. 112 To be sure, the rise of 
articulate counterelites, Gorbachev's signaling from Moscow, and the decrease in 
the risk of intervention from abroad cannot be left out of any serious account of 
1989. The Monday demonstrations in Leipzig, the mass rallies in Berlin, and the 
images of 

Christa Wolf, Stephan Heym, and other intellectuals addressing their fellow 
citizens all deserve a place in the historiography of the period. 113 Whether one 
wishes, however, to write the history of 1989 as essentially the culmination of 
overt dissidence and mass mobilization, and then search the historical record for 
antecedents supporting this interpretation, is another question. The approach 
offered here suggests that we shift our attention away from the more obvious 
dramatis personae of history and back to the less obvious, away from the 
powerful and back to the powerless, and, finally, away from the drama of 
political development and back to the everyday acts of resistance that 
immobilized the regime. 

Such a shift may be helpful not only to explain the long-term sources of 
communist political instability but also to account for the dynamics of politics 
after 1989, such as the renewed strength of communist parties throughout 
Eastern Europe. Rather than explaining the return of the communists and 
difficulties in the transition as a by-product of civil society's weakness, five 
years after claiming that communism fell because of the same civil society's 
strength, an alternative analysis would point to the moral shock of confronting 



for the first time the genuine commodification of such realms as housing, basic 
necessities, health care and the like, as well as early capitalist patterns of social 
stratification. As the above pages indicate, moral economies change very slowly, 
often lasting far longer than the antecedent conditions that produce them in the 
first place. Egalitarian sentiments persisted in East Germany, and indeed were 
catered to by the regime, long after the dire conditions that produced them in the 
immediate aftermath of the Second World War. Communist parties may not have 
succeeded in decreasing the historical disparity in income between Eastern and 
Western Europe, but they did succeed in radically altering the social structures 
and attitudes of the people in the countries where they ruled. It is these social 
structures and sentiments that the liberal states of Eastern Europe must confront 
today. 114 
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